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INCLUSIVITY: UNIVERSAL DESIGN STRATEGIES 
FOR THE ONLINE CLASSROOM 
Some folks are familiar with Universal Design strategies in learning, especially within the scope of 
accessibility.  But what does Inclusive Design mean? How does one relate to the other? What inclusive 
strategies can you implement in your class? This handout gives a brief overview of universal design 
principles, universal design for learning principles, and how inclusive design strategies go further to 
address pedagogical strategies, language use, and course policy and professional development.  
 
PRINCIPLES OF UNIVERSAL DESIGN 
As defined by the ​Center for Universal Design at North Carolina State : 1
Universal design​ is the design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to 
the greatest extent possible, without adaptation or specialized design. 
 
1. Equitable Use​. Useful and marketable to people with diverse abilities  
2. Flexibility in Use​. Accommodates a wide range of individual preferences and abilities 
3. Simple and Intuitive​. Use is easy to understand, regardless of the user’s experience, 
knowledge, language skills, or current concentration level 
4. Perceptible Information​. Necessary information is communicated effectively to the user, 
regardless of the user’s sensory abilities  
5. Tolerance for Error​. Minimizes hazards and the adverse consequences of accidental or 
unintended actions 
6. Low Physical Effort​. Can be efficiently and comfortably used with minimum fatigue (mentally or 
physically) 
7. Size and Space for Approach and Use​. Appropriate size and space is provided for approach, 
reach, manipulation, and use, regardless of the user’s size, posture, or mobility 
RESOURCES FOR UNIVERSAL DESIGN 
Center for Excellence in Universal Design 
North Carolina State’s Center for Universal Design 
 
1 Center for Universal Design. (2006). ​Principles of Universal Design​. North Carolina State University: 
Raleigh, NC. 
 
Contact Information 
Rothenberger Institute 
Sarah Keene: ​skeene@umn.edu 
Amy LimBybliw: ​alimmer@umn.edu 
 
  
PRINCIPLES OF UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING 
Universal Design for Learning​ employs variety of teaching methods to remove barriers to 
learning and give all students equal opportunities to succeed. 
 
1. Multiple Means of Representation​. Presenting information and learning materials in a variety of 
ways 
2. Multiple Means of Expression​. Providing students with opportunities to show what they know 
through a variety of formats or approaches 
3. Multiple Means of Engagemen​t. Engaging and motivating learners via multiple learning 
strategies that make tasks feel relevant and interesting. 
RESOURCES FOR UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING 
Cast: About Universal Design 
National Center for Universal Design in Learning 2,0 Guidelines 
Accessible U: Design for People and All Devices​ (University of Minnesota) 
Web Accessibility Initiative: Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 
WebAIM: Web Accessibility in Mind  
INCLUSIVE DESIGN  
For some, Inclusive Design refers to the European-based model that predates Universal Design in the 
United States, but on principle, is very similar to Universal design. 
PRINCIPLES OF INCLUSIVE DESIGN  (EUROPEAN MODEL) 2
According to the ​Design Council​,  a non-profit and leading authority on the use of design: 3
Inclusive design​ aims to remove the barriers that create undue effort and separation. It enables 
everyone to participate equally, confidently and independently in everyday activities. 
 
1. People should be at the heart of the design process.​ Spaces created should allow users to 
build strong and sustainable communities. 
2. Diversity and difference are acknowledged.​  Good design relies creating an environment that 
meets as many people’s needs as possible. 
3. Choice is offered.​ An inclusive environment can’t meet every need, but barriers can be broken 
down if design embraces everyone on equal terms. 
2 Fletcher, H. (2006).  ​The Principles of Inclusive Design. (They include you.)​. Commission for 
Architecture and the Built Environment: London, UK. 
3 Design Council. (2017). ​The Principles of Inclusive Design​. Retrieved April 28, 2017. 
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4. Flexible Use. ​With astute attention to how a space will be used, spaces are adaptable to address 
changing uses and needs 
5. Convenient and Enjoyable​. Spaces are designed to use ensure intellectual and emotional 
access, making them easy to use.  
INCLUSIVE DESIGN AS AN EVOLVING CONCEPT 
While the term Inclusive Design originated England, ​Inclusivity in Education​ is an evolving concept that 
focuses not only on the structural and accessibility practices that aid students in accessing course content 
by providing a variety of formats of content and learning assessments to account for students’ different 
learning preferences and abilities, but Inclusive Design also considers pedagogical practices, 
development and relaying of course policies, professional development practices, and language use 
within your course.  Inclusive design seeks to create a course culture that recognizes students’ diverse, 
and often, intersectional identities, and models inclusive practices in all aspects of course facilitation. 
WHAT DOES A DIVERSE STUDENT BODY LOOK LIKE?* 
 
*This list is not exhaustive.  Can you think of other examples of diversity in your courses? 
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PEDAGOGICAL PRACTICES OF INCLUSIVE DESIGN  
Consider: 
● Developing courses with a team rather than a single author, which includes review of all content 
by team members; this process ensures that multiple perspectives are included and the content is 
reviewed through multiple inclusive lenses. 
● Providing clear rubrics to reduce students’ worries that their evaluation may be biased due to 
stereotypes and prejudice and providing specific examples of exemplary and unsatisfactory work.  
● Selecting images of photos for learning materials that represent diverse people and experiences. 
● Including images of people in learning materials that work against stereotypes or show leaders of 
marginalized identities. 
● Seeking out diverse perspectives through intentionally inclusive recruiting efforts for videos 
recorded in-house:  
○ Establish personal relationships with diverse campus departments and groups made up 
of people from marginalized identities.  
○ Visiting diverse campus departments and groups face-to-face to recruit a wider range of 
perspectives to include and demonstrate commitment and sincerity, rather than sending 
out generic email calls for participation. 
○ Set up recording sessions on-site instead of asking participants to come to a studio; 
make an effort to go where the intended interviewees are. 
● Seeking feedback from enrolled students specifically asking questions about inclusiveness and 
communicating with students about results and potential changes: 
○ Summarize feedback you received to let the class as a whole know that you read/heard 
their comments.  
○ If specific request/suggestions were made, explain what you plan to do with that 
information and why. 
● For online recorded content (video or audio), creating a transcript of your lecture content, ​prior​ to 
recording to: 
○ Ensure inclusive language and practices are integrated 
○ Provide a more articulate and organized lecture 
○ Provide a written version of your content for students who prefer reading to listening or 
require accommodations 
○ Save time creating closed captioning for your video down the road 
● Avoid making assumptions about  your students’ computer literacy, knowledge base, life 
experiences, attitude, or outside obligations, when it comes to designing your curriculum.  
COURSE POLICIES AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PRACTICES 
Consider: 
● Providing resources for students to acclimate to the level of computer literacy they’ll need to be 
successful in the course. 
○ Identify technical support services on campus. 
○ Clearly state expectations for computer literacy in the syllabus, so students can 
personally assess their course-readiness and seek out support and resources. 
○ Provide tool-specific resources for students who may need additional training or tutorials. 
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● Holding office hours via a variety of means (face to face, online, by phone) and times, including 
during the evenings, so students who live off campus and/or have varied schedules, due to work, 
family obligations, etc., can also attend.  
● Providing a variety of student support campus and community resources in the course syllabus or 
within learning materials to demonstrate instructional commitment to recognizing the agencies 
and potential challenges of students. 
● Disclosing a personal example, when appropriate, when including a statement on support for 
students with disabilities, (e.g., I struggle with migraine headaches, which can be debilitating. As 
a result, I may periodically be delayed in grading assignments, but will attempt to work ahead to 
avoid this issue and communicate any delays, should any occur). 
● Attending equity and diversity trainings on campus or locally to gain more insight on how to apply 
inclusive practices in work and life. 
● Completing bias assessments to better understand personal biases, such as Harvard University’s 
Implicit Project​. 
● Reviewing literature and trusted resources on diversity and equality on a regular basis to remain 
current on these issues (within and beyond field of study). 
● Actively reaching out to and consulting with diverse groups and organizations on campus to 
remain current on campus climate issues, language and pedagogical best practices, receive input 
on course materials, and most importantly, be an ally. 
● Where certificate programs are offered, align them with relevant degree requirements and show 
students what will be required to move from certificate to degree. 
LANGUAGE USE 
Consider: 
● Using non-binary and person/student-centered language in all learning materials; see ​RI’s 
Inclusive Language Syllabi Statement​ for an explanation on the reasoning behind these efforts. 
● Avoiding the use of unnecessary colloquialisms in course content to aid English language 
learners. 
● Using culturally diverse names within course content and lectures, such as subjects in examples 
and case scenarios. 
● Providing examples of diverse experiences in examples and case scenarios; always referencing 
examples involving traditional, residential students assumes that this is all students’ experience. 
● Choosing and citing research representing a diverse range of researchers and journals, 
particularly when multiple articles come to the same conclusions. 
● In surveys and evaluations, asking questions regarding race, ethnicity, gender, religion, country of 
origin, etc. only if a clearly defined need exists for this information. If it does: 
○ Let individuals self-identify in surveys and evaluation questions regarding race, ethnicity, 
gender, religion, country of origin 
○ Provide “Other” as an option, if a defined list needs to be included. 
● Consulting with institutional groups  that focus studies on marginalized people to use the most 
appropriate and up-to-date language, consistent with your university 
● Avoiding assumptive language practices: 
○ “A woman should talk to her boyfriend about STI testing” assumes the woman is 
heterosexual and has only one sexual partner. 
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○ “If you have questions, please visit my office hours, which are on Mondays and 
Wednesdays at 1:00 pm in my office” assumes all students live on or near campus and 
do not have other commitments, such as full time jobs, during business hours. 
● Using the singular “​they​” 
● Show multiple perspectives on an issue without dichotomizing it.  
RESOURCES FOR INCLUSIVITY 
Strategies for Fostering Inclusion in the Classroom: Promoting inclusion, reducing stereotype threat, and 
fostering a growth mindset​ (The Teaching Center, Washington University, St. Louis, MO).  
Committing to Equity and Inclusive Excellence: Campus-Based Strategies for Student Success 
(Association of American Colleges and Universities) 
Making Excellence Inclusive​ (Association of American Colleges and Universities) 
Cultural Inclusivity in the Online Classroom​ (Graduate project by students at the Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education of the University of Toronto) 
Creating Inclusive College Classrooms​ (University of Michigan Center for Research on Teaching and 
Learning) 
Gender Pronouns​ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender Resource Center, University of Wisconsin - 
Milwaukee) 
Gender Unicorn​ (Trans Student Educational Resources on Gender Identity, Gender Expression, Sex 
Assigned at Birth, and Attraction) 
Building an Inclusive Classroom​ (St. Thomas University’s Center for Faculty Development) 
Inclusive Language Guide​ (compiled by the Rothenberger Institute) 
Rothenberger Institute’s Inclusive Language Statement 
Hans Persson, H., Åhman, H., Yngling, A. A., & Gulliksen, J. (2015, November). ​Universal design, 
inclusive design, accessible design, design for all: different concepts—one goal? On the concept of 
accessibility—historical, methodological and philosophical aspects​. ​Universal Access in the 
Information Society, 14​(4), 505–526. 
 
PRO TIP 
Do the work. Don’t expect people from marginalized groups to be the only ones to update you or 
inform you when you make a mistake or when language changes. Go out of your way to keep 
learning: 
● Subscribe to listservs 
● Read the latest research and reports on inclusive learning environments 
● Join a community of practice on your campus  
● Attend lectures and trainings on accessibility, diversity, and inclusivity 
 
  
 
5 
  
IDEAS FROM SESSION DISCUSSION 
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